
Why Should I Become a U.S. Citizen? 

 
Benefits of Becoming a Citizen Include… 

 Voting in elections 

 Priority in bringing family members to the U.S. 

 Citizenship for children 

 Freedom from deportation 

 Traveling with a U.S. passport 

 Being eligible for government jobs 

 Becoming an elected official 

 No address change or reporting requirements to the 
Department of Homeland Security 

 Greater eligibility for public benefits 
Duties of Citizenship Include… 

 Taking an oath of allegiance to the U.S. 

 Serving on a jury 
 

How do I Naturalize? 

 
By submitting an “Application for Naturalization” (Form N-400) to 
the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), the 
government agency that processes immigration and 
naturalization applications.  You may be able to naturalize, if you 
meet all the following requirements: 
 

 Age 
o I am at least 18 years old. 

 Green Card Status 
o I have been a lawful permanent resident (green card 

holder) for at least 5 years.  Or I am married to and 
living with a U.S. citizen for at least 3 years and have 
been a green card holder for at least 3 years. 

 Physical Presence 
o I have not traveled outside the U.S. for more than 6 

months at a time during my 5 years as a green card 
holder (or 3 years, if I am married to and living with a 
U.S. citizen). 

o I have been physically present in the U.S. for at least 
30 months out of the past 5 years as a green card 
holder (or 18 months out of the past 3 years, if I am 
married to and living with a U.S. citizen). 

o I have lived in the state or USCIS district where my 
application has been filed at least 3 months before I 
apply. 

 Good Moral Character 
o I can show that I have behaved in a legal and 

acceptable manner during my 5 years as a green 

card holder (or 3 years if I am married to and living with a 
U.S. citizen). 

o Examples of not having good moral character may include 
working without paying taxes; suffering from alcoholism; 
not paying child support; lying to immigration authorities; 
being arrested for any reason; or being convicted of a 
crime. 

 Application Fees 
o I have submitted and paid the required application and 

fingerprint fees along with supporting documents 

 Exam and Interview 
o I have demonstrated, through a naturalization exam and 

interview, an attachment to the principles and ideals of the 
U.S. Constitution.  I have successfully completed both the 
civics and English language components of the 
naturalization exam. 

 Oath of Allegiance 
o I have sworn an oath of allegiance to the U.S. at a 

citizenship ceremony. 

 Note: Children under the age of 18 may be able to receive 
citizenship through their naturalized parents without going 
through many of the above steps. 

 

How do I Become a U.S. Citizen? 

 
There are three main ways to become a U.S. citizen 

 Citizenship by Birth – If you were born in the U.S. or its 
territories, you generally get automatic U.S. citizenship. 

 Acquired Citizenship – If you were born abroad and 
one or both of your parents were U.S. citizens at the time 
of your birth, you generally get automatic U.S. 
citizenship. 

 Naturalization – If you were born abroad to non-citizen 
parents, you must meet certain requirements and take 
certain steps to become a U.S. citizen. 

 

I Heard There Will Be a New Naturalization 
Exam.  What Are the Changes to the Exam? 

 
A redesigned exam will be used starting in October 2008.  
Applicants taking the new exam will undergo an interview during 
which they must successfully: 
o Answer 6 out of 10 civics questions (covering various areas 

including U.S. history and government); and 
o Complete an oral, reading, and writing test on the English 

language. 
 

Below are a few sample civics questions from the new exam: 

o What did the Declaration of Independence do? 
o What is the economic system in the U.S.? 
o What is the last day you can send in federal income tax 

forms? 
 

How Do I Know If I Take the Current or New 
Naturalization Exam? 

 
Which exam you take depends on when you applied for 
naturalization and when your interview is scheduled: 
o I applied or will apply before October 1, 2008 and my 

naturalization interview is scheduled for before October 
1, 2008 

o You must take the current exam. 
o I applied or will apply before October 1, 2008 and my 

interview is scheduled for after October 1, 2008. 
o You can choose between the current and 

new exam. 
o I will apply on or after October 1, 2008 

o You must take the new exam. 
 

Do I Have to Take the Naturalization Exam in 
English? 
 
Generally, yes.  Most applicants are required to pass both the 
civics and language sections of the exam in English.  
However, if you are over a certain age, there are more lenient 
requirements.  See below: 

Age # of 
Years 
with 
Green 
Card 

Civics Test English Test 

Over 50 
years 
old 

At least 
20 years 

May be taken 
in language 
of choice 

Not Required 

Over 55 
years 
old 

At least 
15 years 

May be taken 
in language 
of choice 

Not Required 

Over 65 
years 
old 

At least 
20 years 

May take 
simpler 
version of 
test in 
language of 
choice 

Not Required 



I Heard That Naturalization Fees Have 

Increased.  What are the New Fees? 

 
Fees recently rose from $350 to $595 per application.  In 
addition, fingerprinting fees increased from $70 to $80.  As fees 
might change again, please contact USCIS or FIRN to make sure 
you pay the right amount. 
 

I Have Applied to Naturalize But My 
Application Has Been Pending For Over a 
Year.  Why Is This Happening and Is There 
Anything I Can Do About It? 

 
Many immigrants applying for naturalization have experienced 
serious delays for a variety of reasons.  One reason is due to a 
recent increase in the number of naturalization applications 
submitted to USCIS which has slowed down the agency’s ability 
to process applications quickly.  In addition, many applications 
have been delayed because of criminal and security background 
checks. 
 
If you have encountered significant delays in your naturalization 
application due to security-related background checks, there are 
certain steps you may be able to take to speed up your 
application.  Please contact an immigration counselor at FIRN for 

assistance.  We also encourage you to contact FIRN at (410) 
992-1923 or firnonline.org if you are experiencing unusual 
delays. 
 

Where Can I Learn More About Naturalization? 

 
There are various resources that you can turn to for more 
information about naturalization, including: 

 “Guide to Naturalization” from USCIS’ Office of 
Citizenship (www.uscis.gov/natzguide) 

 “Welcome to the United States: A Guide for New 
Immigrants” from USCIS.  Available in English 
(www.uscis.gov/files/nativedocuments/M-618.pdf) 

 Information on, and study materials for, the current and 
redesigned naturalization exams 
(www.uscis.gov/naturalization) 

 www.WelcometoUSA.gov: A government portal with 
resources for new immigrants including information on 
what benefits immigrants are eligible for, places to 
learn English, and how to contact USCIS 

 To check on the status of naturalization application, visit 
www.uscis.gov or call USCIS at (800) 375-5283 

 For immigration attorney referrals, please contact the 
American Immigration Lawyers Association (AILA) hotline at 
(800) 954-0254 

 

FIRN’s Mission Statement: 
 
FIRN helps ensure equal access to community 
resources and opportunities for all foreign-born 
individuals. 
 

FIRN’s Vision: 
 
A community in which foreign-born individuals are 
welcomed and successful, and contribute to a global 
perspective, vibrant economy, and rich fabric of 
cultures and customs. 
 

Please note that this guide is not intended to be legal 
advice. 

 

FIRN, Inc. 
Resources for the Foreign Born 
 
5999 Harpers Farm Road, Suite E-200 
Columbia, MD 21044 
Phone: 410-992-1923 
Fax: 410-730-0113 
www.firnonline.org 
 

Bridging Cultures, Building Communities 

What you need 
to know to 
become a U.S. 
Citizen 
A GUIDE FOR  
IMMIGRANTS 
IN THE U.S. 
 
 
 

FIRN, Inc. 
Resources for the Foreign Born 
 
FIRN offers 6-week study sessions (every Tuesday 
night).  Next Session begins on Tuesday April 14 – 
Tuesday May 19, 2009. 
Call 410-992-1923 to reserve your space. 
 
 
 

Gaining citizenship in a new country is a rite of passage 
for many immigrants.  As a citizen in the U.S., you have 
the right to fully participate in elections, bring certain 
family members into the country, and even run for 
elected office.  While there are benefits to becoming a 
U.S. citizen, often obstacles exist for many immigrants.  
Lack of information about changes in laws and benefits 
can prevent many from obtaining citizenship.  This guide 
answers basic questions about how to become a U.S. 
citizen, recent changes in naturalization procedures, and 
particular issues that immigrants may encounter in the 
process. 


